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Healing Activities and Spiritual Experiences:

A Study of Christian Theories of Healing in Contemporary America

Yoshimasa IKEGAMI

The restoration and re-evaluation of healing in various churches and denominations
throughout the world is one of the most noticeable and significant trends in contem-
porary Christianity. An important precursor to these developments was the divine heal-
ing movement that arose in the United States during the late nineteenth century. In re-
cent years, healing has been a prominent feature of Pentecostal and Charismatic move-
ments that have been growing rapidly in both Western and non-Western countries. For
a number of years these movements were viewed rather negatively by many churches
and individuals. More recently, however, Christian healing has been taken more serious-
ly and a number of individuals have attempted to make sense of this phenomena. The
theories of healing that have been elaborated by various Christian leaders are of in-
terest to church members as well as students of popular or folk religion.

This paper provides a review and analysis of these theories of healing by considering
their respective perspectives on spiritual experiences in terms of three typological con-
cepts: “release”, “control”, and “cultivation”.

(1) Healing through the “release” of spiritual experiences: this type is advocated
mainly by Pentecostal evangelists and ministers. Spiritual experiences that are seen as
proof of being filled with the Holy Spirit are at the same time understood as an occa-
sion for effective healing. Speaking in tongues, enthusiastic singing and dancing,
slaying in the Spirit, and holy laughter, for example, are all recommended as positive
means for healing.

(2) Healing through the “control” of spiritual experiences: this type is conspicuous
among those evangelical of conservative Christians who have a certain sympathy for or
appreciation of the Charismatic movement. They stress “exorcism” and “confession” as
the two principal methods of healing.

(3) Healing through the “cultivation” of spiritual experiences: most advocates of this
type of healing belong to the Charismatic Renewal movement. Rejecting simplistic ex-
planations, they tend to elaborate multiple interpretations of each subjective spiritual
experience. These interpretations sometimes resemble those that are also found in secu-
lar psychotherapy, alternative medicine, and even in New Age spirituality.

Divine healing is such a complex phenomenon that cannot be adequately grasped by
any one type of explanation. In order to develop a general theory of healing, it will be
necessary to incorporate elements from the three types analyzed in this paper.
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